This paper seeks to address a growing lack of historical knowledge in the water industry of how European Union (EU) water policy has developed and been responded to. It also aims to overcome the lack of comparative studies that explore the role politics has played in the development and application of EU water policy. As a result, this paper develops an historical comparative understanding of how England and Wales and the Republic of Ireland have responded to the Drinking Water Directive (80/778/EEC). It does so from the perspectives of political priority and ideology. Political ideology is shown as having had a greater impact on facilitating achievement of the Directive's standards in England and Wales. However, it is established that the political priority national governments have accorded compliance has been central to ensuring the application and enforcement of the Directive's standards. Despite the apparent success of political ideology in England and Wales, the paper sounds a note of caution with regard to judging privatisation as being uniformly successful, for it has not, particularly if issues of water charges, customer debt, and financial and reporting irregularities are considered.
Introduction
The management of water resources has to compete with numerous other issues that demand the attention and resources of government. Maloney and Richardson (1995) highlight that there are three kinds of processes that shape the agenda of governmentsproblems, policies and politics and that the resultant agenda is continually under pressure due to the emergence and changing priority of issues. Ultimately, "political decisions are needed to mediate between competing interests, competing ideas and competing values" (Maloney and Richardson, 1995: 3) . Consequently, water policy is a political solution to an issue or group of issues that have potential consequences, good or bad, for those who wield the reigns of power. While it is not necessarily difficult to identify and forward policy proposals that aim to 'reasonably' manage water resources, the real difficultly rests with the 'priority' politicians attach to the issue of water resource management (Caponera, 1985) . How the commitment of government is then administered is dependent on political 'ideology' (Morris, 1996; Petrella, 2001) . In recent times, there has been a move away from government ownership of water services to the private ownership of such services. The ideology that underpins private ownership has been embraced as offering the best political solution to allowing the water industry to meet consumer, industrial, and environmental needs (OECD, 1999; Gleick et al., 2002) .
As a result of the preceding discussion, this paper focuses on two key aspects of politics;
"priority" and "ideology", to explore the application of the Drinking Water Directive (80/778/EEC) in England and Wales, and the Republic of Ireland 1 . The paper argues that the political "priority" a government attaches to an issue is central to understanding the application of a policy response, with a knowledge of political "ideology" being central to understanding how governments respond to a societal issue, such as water. This focus allows for a targeted and rationalised discussion of how 'politics' has affected the policy response of national governments to be ascertained.
The above focus also allows for the construction of a much needed historical understanding of how national governments have responded to water policy standards developed by the European Union. To date, the literature concerned with water policy has had a tendency to discuss perceived impacts, to be limited with regard to the number of studies undertaken, and brief with regard to the generation of supranational case studies that seek explore water policy in the context of political 'ideology' and 'priority' (see Buller, 1996; Morris, 1996; Jordan et al. 1998; Petrella, 2001; Gleick et al., 2002) .
To generate an understanding of the application of Directive 80/778/EEC from the perspectives of political 'priority' and 'ideology', this paper is split into five sections.
The first section provides a brief overview of the methodology used to undertake the study. The second section briefly outlines the origin of the Directive and compliance responses of England/Wales and Ireland. Attention then focuses on discussing how political priorities and ideology have been found to have influenced compliance with the Directive. Finally, the paper is drawn to a close with a brief conclusions section.
Methodology
A qualitative research approach was adopted to analyse the role and impact political 'priority' and 'ideology' have had on compliance with the standards of Directive 80/778/EEC in England/Wales and Ireland. In particular, a series of semi-structured interviews were undertaken in England/Wales, Ireland and Brussels. The interview approach enabled a series of set questions to be developed, which were then expanded upon during the interview, if comments made needed further clarification. Initially, interviewees were selected from articles in professional publications, academic literature, and direct liaison with individuals currently involved in the provision of water services.
Further interviewees were identified via the process of snowballing, which involved interviewees being asked for their recommendations of who could be interviewed next.
All interviews were conducted in confidence, with all comments subsequently being made anonymous. To ascertain the compliance of England/Wales and Ireland with the standards contained in Directive 80/778/EEC, and thus the potential impact of political priority and ideology on compliance, the annual national reports for drinking water quality were assessed. Such reports began to be published at the start of the 1990s. As a consequence, the year 1990
was taken as the starting point for assessing overall compliance with data subsequently being collated up until the year 2002. Compliance with the standards set for nitrates and total coliforms were also analysed to ensure that the analysis of overall compliance trends did not mask more detailed improvement in individual standards.
The Drinking Water Directive and Compliance Responses
The Drinking Water Directive (80/778/EEC), adopted on the 15 th July 1980, established for the first time 62 water quality standards for water intended for human consumption.
The Directive has had a substantial impact upon the providers of water services and has been the driving force behind improvements in drinking water quality in EU Member
States (Breach, 1989; Semple, 1993; Kramer, 2000) . The policy seeds for the Directive were sown by the first two Environmental Action Programmes (EAPs) of the EU (CEC, 1980) . These were partly concerned with better protecting public health from toxic chemical substances and bacteria, which were increasingly entering the water supply network due to growing volumes of waste water being used for drinking water (CEC, 1980 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
Figure 2 Drinking Water Quality in England/Wales and Ireland in Relation to
Nitrates pesticides (all pesticide sampled for); individual pesticides (e.g. simazine; atrazine; propyzamide); all others (refers to 38 other parameters regularly tested for but rarely found at non-compliant levels [e.g. copper; zinc; temperature]). In relation to Ireland, the parameters openly reported upon in the annual report include: aluminium; ammonium; total and faecal coliforms; colour; fluoride; heavy metals (e.g. copper, zinc, cadmium; lead); iron; manganese; nitrate; nitrite; odour; taste; pH; trihalomethanes; turbidity; cryptosporidium (EPA, 2003) . 4 It is acknowledged that use of a linear trend line is not ideal for 13 observations. The line has only been used to highlight the overall trend in the data presented. 5 In 2002 the EPA decided to discontinue calculating the overall compliance rating for drinking water quality in relation to the parameters detailed in footnote 10 (EPA, 2003). The discussion of parameters would either make sole reference to the overall percentage compliance rating for a parameter, or break it down with regard to group and public water schemes. No data was then provided on the number of samples that passed or failed in relation to group and/or public water schemes. As a consequence, it was not possible to calculate independently the overall compliance rating because an overall compliance rating could not be calculated that took in account the number of samples undertaken with regard to group and public water schemes. 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 
Political Priorities and Application
The political priority attached to an issue can affect the associated institutional response (Caponera, 1985; Jordan et al., 1998 deemed to be important, particularly by the public, can be explained by public choice theory. This argues that politicians are driven by a desire to govern. To disregard public opinion threatens the ability to govern and results in actions designed to address the concerns of the public (Downs, 1967; Weale et al., 2000) . This lack of concern is explained when the attitudes of those involved in the application of the Directive are considered. In particular, the comments of civil servants interviewed in England/Wales and Ireland revealed that the Directive was viewed in an "aspirational"
light. This "aspirational" view of the Directive, supported by the work of Jordan (2002) Lowe and Ward (1998) and Wright (2000) .
In particular, they have argued that Britain's past would have led it to have a different outlook on trade and foreign affairs and as a result it was slow to adapt to and appreciate the implications of European integration, a greater recognition of which would have served to emphasise its diminished role in an emerging new world order.
The institutional arrangements associated with the application of the Directive in England/Wales and Ireland have changed over time. In particular, the organisations created to oversee enforcement and compliance with water legislation have evolved. Why the political priority attached to the application of the Directive shifted is in part explained by an increased public concern for the environment that emerged during the mid to late 1980s. According to a former Environment Commissioner, the political priority for action in relation to the environment was reinforced by the Chernobyl nuclear accident. In discussing the increased focus on the application of water policy, some interviewees drew attention to the role played by the European 'Year of the Environment' in 1987 in increasing the political priority for action. Increased, public concern also began to be expressed when events, such as Seveso in Italy 6 , highlighted the failure of Member States to apply and enforce environmental policies. As a consequence, increased 6 In 1983, drums of hazardous waste containing dioxin originally from Seveso (near Milan) went missing. They were found later in northern France. In response, the European Parliament appointed a committee of enquiry to investigate the application of the 1978 Directive targeted at regulating toxic waste. The findings of the committee resulted eventually in the European Parliament censuring the Commission for failing to undertake its task of ensuring directives were implemented correctly (Haigh, 1995) . attention began to be paid to understanding the application and enforcement of EU environmental policy (Haigh and Lanigan,1995; McCormick, 2001 As a consequence of the publicity over its failure to effectively apply EU Environmental Directives during the 1980s, the British government came under increased pressure from the European Environment Commission to apply and enforce the quality standards of Directive 80/778/EEC. In response to the feared costs of implementing EU water directives, the political priority of the then Conservative government in England/Wales became such that it proposed the 'privatisation' of the water industry.
In Ireland, the recent political priority associated with the quality of drinking water (and thus with enforcement of Directive 80/778/EEC) has been such that politicians have been forced to respond to the concerns of both its own citizens and the European Parliament: The 'well known reasons" have been elaborated upon more clearly by Ken Collins, a former Chair of the European Parliament's Environment Committee. Collins accused the UK government of implementing the Directive in a "politically expedient" manner to aid the successful privatisation of the water industry (Collins and Earnshaw, 1993) .
This changing political priority of the Drinking Water Directive is to some extent explained by the theory of public choice, as proposed by Downs (1967) . Downs suggests that government actions are driven by the pursuit of self-interest and/ or a desire to govern. Therefore, this suggests that governments in England/Wales and Ireland were forced to improve the application of EU water directives because failure to do so threatened their ability to win future parliamentary elections, and thus govern in accordance with their particular political ideology.
The Impact of Political Ideology and Party Politics on Application
The application of Directive 80/778/EEC cannot be viewed in isolation from political ideology and party politics. According to Morris (1996) and Petrella (2001) , how a policy response is administered is dependent upon political ideology. Political ideology and party politics have shaped the response of England/Wales and Ireland to the Directive. It is within the confines of England/Wales that the impact of political ideology is most stark, notably as a consequence of privatisation.
The privatisation of the water industry in England/Wales was intimately linked to political ideology. Even before privatisation, political ideology towards wider economic management of the economy affected the ability of England/Wales to apply EU water directives. This was due to the neo-liberal ideology of the then Conservative government encouraging the control of expenditure in the water industry to keep public sector borrowing down in an attempt to control inflation. This in turn resulted in decreased expenditure on water services (Summerton, 1998 (Summerton, 1998: 52) As recalled by the then Conservative Prime Minster, Margaret Thatcher, the privatisation of the water industry was a 'politically sensitive' issue, but the right course of action to ensure improvements in water quality could be financed: (Thatcher, 1995: 682) .
According to the 1986 Government White Paper on water Privatisation, privatisation it was claimed, would "lead to improved standards, greater efficiency, and a better allocation of resources within the water industry" (HMSO, 1986: 13) . In relation to the quality of water, which Directive 80/778/EEC was attempting to regulate, the 1986
Government White Paper claimed that privatisation would facilitate 'setting explicit objectives for drinking water quality" which "will protect the customer and the public" (HMSO, 1986: 2). However, there was concern that privatisation would fail to deliver improvements in drinking water quality, For example, Ken Collins, a former Head of the Collins, 1988: 30) .
Further underlining the role political ideology has played in the delivery of water services and its regulation are newspaper reports at the time of privatisation indicating that the main opposition party was vehemently opposed to privatisation, often calling for its renationalisation: The above statement clearly indicates that the privatisation of the water industry was ideological. Indeed, many individuals within or associated with the water industry felt that privatisation would result in decreased investment in water services, and thus poorer application of EU-led water legislation. The previous comments by Ken Collins (1988) typify what critics of privatisation were saying at the time. However, as financial data for the water industry in England/Wales demonstrates, such concerns appear not to have been realized (see Ofwat, 1996; 2004 (Richardson, 2002: 18) .
The above claims are supported by the drinking water quality data presented in Figures 1 to 3. Commenting upon the apparent success of privatisation in England/Wales, some interviewees argued that improvements in drinking water quality were not the result of privatisation per se, but rather that the Drinking Water Directive had provided a "framework" within which the privatised industry could operate. In other words, Directive 80/778/EEC pushed the industry to improve drinking water quality.
In Ireland, political ideology has not resulted in the privatisation of water services.
Instead, the political ideology of successive governments has been to keep water services under the control of the state, via local authorities and group water schemes. The delivery of water services in Ireland during the 1980s was subject to under-investment by central government, as was the case in England/Wales. According to interviewees, the poor state of the Irish economy served to constrain the application response of local authorities.
However, water services in Ireland have received significantly increased funding from the beginning of the 1990s, in similarity with England/Wales (O'Reilly, 2004, per. comm.) . Yet how Ireland has chosen to fund water services has come to differ markedly from England/Wales, with the situation lending support to the assertion by Weale et al. (2000: 235) that 'political parties and public opinion do not as such determine policy, but they may help to shape policy strategies". The theory of public choice, as proposed by Downs (1967) , again offers an explanation of why politicians in Ireland removed the ability of local authorities to charge directly for water services. Public choice theory views such behaviour as being driven by a desire to govern, and as the remarks of interviewees in Ireland confirmed, water charges were abolished to win the support of the electorate. This assertion is publicly supported by the following exerts from the Irish Times, which serve to illustrate the desire of the then government to gain an 'electoral advantage', so allowing them to maintain their ability to govern: served to allow us to appreciate why the political priority accorded EU water directives has altered over time.
In England/Wales and Ireland the political priority accorded the Directive's drinking water quality standards was shown to have been low initially. This was in part due to the application of the Directive being viewed as straightforward and aspirational by national governments. However, in response to events highlighting the failure of Member States to comply with European environmental directives, the importance of more effectively applying environmental directives increased. As a consequence of this increased concern and attention, England/Wales and Ireland were subsequently shown to be failing to comply with the standards of the Directive. This led to an increase in the political priority attached to the effective application of the Directive primarily because governments in England/Wales and Ireland sought to maintain their ability to govern, which supports the theory of public choice as proposed by Downs (1967) .
The analysis also revealed differing levels of compliance with the Directive's standards to be associated with differing political ideologies, particularly when compliance levels for Nitrate and Total Coliforms were looked at. In particular, privatisation in England/Wales was established as being associated with dramatic improvements in compliance, as well as exhibiting more consistent improvements in overall compliance.
This was subsequently noted as contrasting with Ireland, where state ownership has resulted in less consistent improvements in overall and individual compliance levels.
Although this paper has demonstrated that the concepts of political priority and ideology have played a central role in the application responses of England/Wales and Ireland, it is acknowledged that this research is limited. For example, questions relating to the effects and impact of key organisational aspects; such as structures, operational remits, and the number organisations involved in the supply of drinking water, have not been considered.
Therefore, this 'gap' represents an area for future research enquiry, particularly with regard to understanding of how Member States have respond to water management issues and the impact this had had on water quality and the application of European water directives.
While privatisation has been successful in facilitating the improved application of the Drinking Water Directive (80/778/EEC) and by association drinking water quality, it is important to appreciate that this study should not be taken as inferring that privatisation has been uniformly successful. While privatisation has delivered improved drinking water quality, at the same time, customer water service charges have risen sharply, customer debt levels have increased substantially, asset striping is prominent, and incidents of financial and reporting irregularities are occurring. This contrasts markedly with the situation in Ireland where such failures are virtually non-existent.
Comparison of the applications of the Directive in England and Wales and in Ireland leads one to question the cross party economic and political high ground that privatisation enjoys in England and Wales. There is scope for looking again at whether water services can be provided in a more equitable manner. For instance, future research should examine the strategies other countries have employed to meet the demands of European water directives. Governments, and regulators alike, should no longer accept the privatisation model used England/Wales as being the holy grail of water services provision. They need to consider a wider array of water services approaches so as ensure sustainable forms of water service provision are forthcoming. This should in turn help to safeguard the initial benefits of privatisation.
